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PERSPECTIVES ON MEXICAN
REVOLUTIONARY HISTORIOGRAPHY

MICHAEL

IT

c.

MEYER

IS INDEED ironic that Mexico, a country with an historical tradition dating from the moment of the initial European contact and
a tradition nurtured through and enriched by four and a half centuries of concerted scholarship, dedication, and considerable talent,
should not yet have come to grips with its own historiographical
reality. Mexico has not produced historiographical studies at all
comparable to those of Guillermo Feliu Cruz in Chile, 1 R6mulo
D. Carbia in Argentina/l Jose Manuel Perez Cabrera in Cuba,3 or
Jose Hon6rio Rodrfgues in Brazil. 4 Mexican efforts in this field
have been sparse and the large majority of those works purporting
to be historiographical in essence constitute little more than annotated bibliographies of an extended nature on the one hand, or
philosophies of history on the other. Those studies which properly
can be considered historiographical are all limited by scope of coverage, structural framework, and intent of author. 5 Most often
they treat the scholarly output of a single individual and fail even
to place him within the intellectual currents of his own day. 6
Serious historiographical scholarship requires the perspective of
years-years of archival research, relentless reading and contemplation, a firm grasp of. the methodological considerations with which
historians are forced to wrestle, and certainly the faculty, more acquired than innate, for honest and perceptive criticism. Mexico
has produced historians with all of these talents but unfortunately
they have not directed themselves to the historiographical task. Almost by default then, it falls to that interested legion without all of
the requisites to mold its own perspective and hopefully by doing

168

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW XLIV:2 1969

so to elicit some retort-be it even enlightened indignation-from
those who have abdicated responsibility. Nowhere in the four
· hundred fifty years since the arrival of the Spaniards is the need
more graphic than in the period of the Mexican Revolution.
During the past fifty years, within the general field of Mexican
history, an inordinate proportion of the historical writing has centered on the Revolution. For some, even after years of study and
research, the Mexican Revolution continues to hold a certain charisma-a unique flavor which helps carry one through the drudgery that archival research can sometimes be. Certainly Pancho
Villa, Pascual Orozco, and Emiliano Zapata must rank high on
anyone's list of most unforgettable characters. To the more pragmatic, the Revolution was, after all, the first serious social upheaval in twentieth century Latin American history, and one of
the great social.revolutions in world history. The Decena Tnigica,
as it turned out, were also Ten Days that Shook the World. But
what of the historiographical results of this protracted interest in a
dynamic and significant historical subject? Unfortunately, until
the last fifteen or twenty years, the overwhelming majority of
Mexicanists, both in the United States and in Mexico, have not
given the subject the type of attention which it merits.
In purely quantitative terms, the historical literature produced
during the first three decades of the Revolution is rich. To state it
another way, it is almost frightening in terms of sheer bulk. The
problem is that by necessity one must wade through the voluminous secondary literature and begin the almost endless job of sifting. In the last analysis, however, it is the quality rather than the
quantity that is of primary concern. As one begins to examine the
nature of the literature produced during the first thirty or thirtyfive years of the Revolution, it quickly becomes obvious that most
of it simply is not well grounded in historical fact. An alarming
percentage was distorted by blatant partisanship. Most of the practitioners were amateurs, even dilettantes, not professionals.
The positivist tradition which permeated historical scholarship
during the porfiriato was discredited along with the social philosophy embodied in Mexican cientificismo. But unfortunately as the
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positivists retired from the field no serious group rose up to take
their place. Anti-positivismin itself, even with its vigorous attacks
on materialist explanations, was insufficient to rally any school of
historical thought. While the negative label could bind a group
together in terms of what it was against, it offered nothing with
respect to what it was for. The Mexican philosopher was quickly
able to accept or reject something new-the pragmatism and subsequently the Christian dualism of Antonio Caso. The artist could
embrace or reject the new indigenista muralist movement. But the
historian had only something old to discard. Grasping for straws
he finally opted for the very antithesis of any system of rational
thought-exaggerated personalismo-that type of blind commitment not to ideology, not to program, but simply to the image
which the individual caudillo is able to project. The various ismos
continue even today to be very important to that generation of
Mexicans who lived through and participated in the early Revolution. The historical literature produced by that generation is
strongly colored by Villismo, or Zapatismo, or Carrancismo, or
Obregonismo.
Something else of substantive import occurred during the period
1910 to 1940 or 1945. As the 1910 uprising gradually began to
mushroom into a social upheaval, and as it began to yield its first
positive fruit, the Revolution-this rather nebulous phenomenon
-began to be viewed as the very essence of the Mexican state. Nationalism and mexicanidad became inexorably intertwined with
the revolutionary ideal. To be Mexican, in the full meaning of the
word, was tantamount to being a revolutionary. As a logical corollary, a counter-revolutionary, or someone judged to be a counterrevolutionary; was not viewed simply as a political opponent but
rather as something less than a true Mexican.
History became one of the many vehicles for the apotheosis of
the Revolution. It was conceived as a pragmatic device for keeping
the Revolution alive and exalting its successes. Biographers of
those men who had in some way opposed the quickly accepted
apostles of the Revolution invariably made use of shamelessly long
lists of pejoratives to depict their various apostates. The heroes, on
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the other hand, had to be defended, their indiscretions notwithstanding. Historical narratives artfully concealed documentation
or testimony which seemed to refute favorite hypotheses and preconceived prejudices. Time-honored methods of authentication
either were overlooked or purposely ignored. The crimes of the
Revolution were dismissed or excused on grounds of political necessity while those of the opposition were painted as barbarities of
the worst kind.
Must one then concede a vast totalitarian conspiracy undermining the girders of historical scholarship? Formal censorship was
not a significant factor. The Mexican Revolutionary historian,
when confronted with a seemingly irreconcilable dichotomy, decided that he would rather be loved than candid. Once accepting
that the Revolution embodied all virtue it was necessary to deprecate the enemies of the movement in the most scathing terms. The
bulk of the historical literature was designed simply to serve the
interests of the movement rather than those of historical scholarship itself. The result of this very pervasive frame of reference was
finally the development of a school-a pro-revolutionary school.
The personalista tradition and the pro-revolutionary predilection were not at all incompatible. To the contrary they complemented one another perfectly. The pro-revolutionary umbrella, as
the official party itself, was made large enough to shelter some differences. Some historians such as Rafael F. Muiioz, 7 Elias L. Torres,8 and Ramon Puente9 became adherents of Pancho Villa;
others such as Gildardo Magaiia/0 and Baltasar Dromundo, 11 of
Emiliano Zapata. Some opted for a Carrancista interpretationFrancisco Urquizo/ 2 Felix Palavicini/ 3 and Alfonso Taracena14while still others preferred an Obregonista interpretation-Miguel
Alessio Robles15 and Juan de Dios Boj6rquez. 16 The differences,
although real, were severely circumscribed by a fundamental commitment to the Revolution. The practitioners merely differed on
which of the protagonists most closely approximated the ultimate
ideal-revolutionary orthodoxy.
It would be foolhardy indeed to expect that the Mexican historian of the period 1910 to 1945 could have divorced himself en-
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tirely from the partiality wrought by his social and political environment. Even granting that historians are likely to reflect the
prejudices of their age, one cannot help but be outraged by the extent to which subjectivism pervaded the historical output.
But one should stop short of protesting too much lest he imply
that all of the literature produced during the first three and a half
decades of the Revolution is of no value. This is far from the case.
Critically used, even the most questionable works of the early revolutionary period often provide guides to the chronology of events
and at times are valuable for their insights into motivation, historical settings, and per_sonal responses to historical stimuli. The diaries and memoirs, for example those of Manuel Calero, 17 Toribio
Esquivel Obreg6n/ 8 Jose Fernandez Rojas/ 9 Alvaro Obreg6n, 20
Ramon Prida, 21 Francisco Vasquez G6mez, 22 Querido Moheno, 23
and Alberto Pani, 24 are extremely important; but these are less history than part of the raw material from which history is made.
At the same time there are exceptions even to the general tenor
of scholarship. Serious scholarly contributions were made in this
period by Roberto Ramos 25 in the field of bibliography, by Ricardo
Garda Granados26 in the field of political history, and by Manuel
Gonzalez Ramfrez27 in the field of diplomatic history. United
States efforts in this period are best represented, but not characteristically represented, by the works of Frank Tannenbaum28 and
Eyler Simpson. 29 There are other exceptions, but the point to be
borne in mind is that they are exceptions. One simply cannot take
too much pride in the bulk of the historical literature produced between 1910 and 1940 or 1945.
Beginning in the post World War II period certain basic
changes began to take place in Mexican revolutionary scholarship,
both in Mexico and the United States, as previously accepted
methods and unquestioned assumptions were subjected to rigorous
analysis for the first time. Within Mexico one of the first major
break-throughs occurred in 1940 with the foundation of El Colegio
de Mexico, which at that time was under the presidency of Alfonso Reyes. Five years later the Universidad Nacional Aut6noma
de Mexico established its Instituto de Historia, and these two in-
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stitutions contributed immensely to the professionalization of historians interested in the Revolutionary period.
Also in the 194o's, new historical organizations roughly analogous to the American Historical Association and the Organization
of American Historians came into existence.30 The most important
of these, but by no means the only one, was the Junta de Investigaciones Hist6ricas. By the 195o's several important new journals
with a definite professional orientation and sufficient financial
backing to maintain uninterrupted publication had been founded.31 Two of the best are creatures of El Colegio de Mexico: Historia Mexicana, which devotes a substantial percentage of its pages
in each issue to the revolutionary period, and Foro Internacional
which focuses on diplomatic history and international relations.
The Mexican government has played an important role in raising professional standards, for it has provided funds to pull together and purchase major documentary collections and make
them available to investigators. In the past ten years at least three
major revolutionary collections have been acquired: The Espinosa
de los Monteros Archive, which focuses on the Reyista movement,
is now housed in the historical annex to Chapultepec Castle; the
Secretaria de Hacienda y Credito Publico acquired the 66,oooitem Archivo Madero, and the National University managed to
purchase the Zapata papers.
The results of the professionalization in the post-war period
have not yet all come in and there are those in Mexico who fail to
acknowledge that the changes which have occurred are changes
for the better. Old-line revolutionaries such as Alfonso Taracena,
for example, have flailed out at the work being done at El Colegio
de Mexico. Pulling out his Yankee-phobic crutch, T aracena insists that the best interests of Clio cannot be served by any institution which deigns to accept financial assistance from the Rockefeller Foundation. 32 In spite of invectives such as this, some of the
post-war production is encouraging.
In general, evaluations of the Revolution have become more
guarded. Studies have begun to depart from the over-simplified
pro-revolutionary patterns and have begun to show the shortcom-
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ings as well as the successes of the movement. They reflect a new
consciousness which is not totally permeated by the type of Mexican nationalism which prostituted so much of the earlier work.
More specifically they reflect a new consciousness which is not
overpowered by the concept of the Revolution. 33
In the field of biography Mexicanists for the first time began to
take an active interest in the methodological considerations prerequisite to serious scholarship: the proper relationship of the individual to the historical process; personal leadership vs. environmental considerations; and the nature of the decision-making
process within a revolutionary setting. The emergent works demonstrated clearly that the paladins of the first twenty years of the
conflict fell conspicuously short of perfect and the heretics were
not always malicious and depraved.
The 195o's were the important years of transition. As an example one can point to three biographies of Francisco I. Madero-two
written in the United States by Stanley R. Ross34 and Charles C.
Cumberland,35 and one written in Mexico by Jose C. Valades. 36
Unlike the hundreds of books, pamphlets and articles which had
been written about Madero previously, all three of these studies
were based upon serious archival research. While none of the three
departed drastically from the pro-revolutionary frame of reference,
it is accurate to label them sympathetic biographies, certainly not
eulogistic or panegyric. Because of the nature of the research and
the development of the argumentation, the burden of proof rests
heavily with any who would dissent from the conclusions presented.
Another important trend initiated in the 195o's was the beginning of the inter-disciplinary approach. Many Mexican historians
began to recognize the desirability, indeed the necessity of enlarging their own frame of reference in order to incorporate the findings, and, when applicable, even the methodology of sister disciplines in the humanities and the social or behavioral sciences. In
colonial Mexican history the ethno-historian really came into his
own as a part of this trend. The inter-disciplinary approach is best
represented in studies of the revolutionary period by the eff~rts of
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Howard F. Cline, 37 Frank Brandenburg, 38 and most recently by
James Wilkie. 39 Mexicanists have not yet reached the extreme of
Eric Erikson or Bullit and Freud but there is some modest experimentation with pyschoanalysis and history.
Within Mexico the new professionally oriented school is engaging in some very meaningful work. First of all the roots of the Revolution-namely the Diaz period-are being examined with a degree of maturity and sophistication completely unparalleled in the
past. The result is a detailed, multi-volume cooperative work on
the Porfiriato edited by Daniel Cosio Villegas. 40 These volumes
must constitute the starting point for anyone contemplating research on the Diaz era. Exhaustive bibliographical work is also
currently being produced, especially by a group of Mexican and
United States scholars at El Colegio. Three bibliographical volumes have appeared thus far on books and pamphlets devoted to
the Revolution, 41 two on periodicalliterature, 42 one on the holdings of the Archivo de Relaciones Exteriores de Mexico, 43 and one
is being prepared currently on the holdings of the Archivo Hist6rico de la Defensa Nacional. 44
One of the most heartening trends in the last two decades is the
cultivation of regional histories. Because the fight against the exaggerated centralism of the Porfirist state ushered in a period of
extreme regionalism and sectionalism, the Revolution, to be fathomed, must be viewed against a background of disparate regional
interests, pursuing different ends and utilizing different means.
State histories and studies of state and regional leaders are still in
their infancy. Hopefully those works which have appeared mark
only the beginning. 45 The regional histories are complemented
nicely by a growing emphasis on revolutionary institutions and by
topical studies moving across the revolutionary period. Thus the
mining industry, the revolutionary army, the social security system, and the role of organized labor have been researched with
considerable care. 46
Finally, in the last five or six years, new documentary publications are rapidly becoming available. The most notable group engaged in this field, but by no means the only one, is the Comisi6n
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de Investigaciones Hist6ricas de la Revoluci6n Mexicana which
was founded by Isidro Fabela and directed by him until his death
several years ago. The Cornisi6n has already published thirteen
volumes of documents on the early revolutionary period (four on
the Carranza era, five on the Madero period, one on the Flores
Mag6n brothers, one on other precursors, and two on the Pershing
punitive expedition) and is projecting a total of twenty-three.
When completed, this project might well be the most important
of its kind ever produced in Mexico. 47
Just as it was necessary to qualify the interpretations of the first
thirty-five years of the Revolution by indicating that some work of
lasting value was produced, the same must be done with the post~
war period. Professionalization has not yet penetrated very deep.
The amount of work corning off the presses is still tremendous and
library shelves continue to be filled with works of very poor quality. The major difference, however, is that the percentage of serious work has increased markedly in the past twenty years.
The changes in the historical literature are but one segment of
a very profound mutation in Mexico's entire scholarly, literary,
and artistic output. Modern Mexican art, for example, has closed
the door on the great muralist movement of a generation ago. The
Mexican literary community has turned its back on the novel of
the Revolution. Musical productions are departing drastically from
the stereotype Ballet Folkl6rico. The Ballet Folkl6rico today is
primarily for foreign consumption, for Expo 67, Hemisfair 68, or
the cultural Olympics, not for the Mexicans.
All of these changes in Mexico's scholarly, literary, and artistic
endeavors have at least one important ingredient in common. They
indicate a demise of traditional Mexican revolutionary nationalism
in the search for the more universal. Perhaps the most important
lesson to be gleaned from the new approach is that Mexico obviously has begun to mature. It has begun to outgrow what Samuel
Ramos referred to as the national inferiority complex. Mexico is
beginning to show that it can continue to progress without using
the Revolution as a crutch for every step.
In· short, the historians have made the beginning of a contribu-
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tion. They have come a long way in the past twenty years, but
plenty of work remains to be done. My plea is not for a return to
the positivist tradition. In retrospect it is obvious that complete scientific detachment and restraint from value judgment proved as
illusory for the cienti~cos as for anyone else. I don't even ask for
a commitment on the complex issue of interpretive or narrative
emphasis. I only implore the Mexican revolutionary historian,
either north or south of the dividing line, to at least begin his endeavors by taking full advantage of the abundant and available
archival material and allow the narratives or judgments to Bow
honestly from there.
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